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Chapter One: Introduction 
	
Over	 the	past	 few	years	 funding	 cuts	have	been	made	 to	 the	 Indigenous	 sector	 in	
Australia,	 which	 raise	 concerns	 for	 the	 future	 provision	 of	 frontline	 social	 services	 to	
“society’s	 most	 vulnerable	 members,	 particularly	 Aboriginal	 and	 Torres	 Strait	 Islander	
[ATSI]	 peoples,	 women	 and	 children”	 (Davidson	 2015).	 An	 article	 published	 in	 The	
Guardian	 on	 March	 25,	 2015,	 suggests	 this	 is	 due	 to	 the	 increased	 competition	 over	
federal	 funds,	which	now	 includes	non-Indigenous	organisations,	 such	as	non-Indigenous	
government	 departments	 and	 sporting	 organisations	 that	 can	 access	 funds	 previously	
earmarked	for	the	Indigenous	sector.	These	federal	cuts	to	the	Indigenous	sector	call	into	
question	 the	Australian	 government’s	 attempts	 to	 recognise	 the	 at-risk	 situation	 of	 ATSI	
peoples.	 Sullivan	 (2011)	 refers	 to	 these	welfare	 reforms	 as	 “strangling	 the	 third	 sector’s	
creativity”	due	 to	 red	 tape	and	a	 “culture	of	 government-by-grant”	 (Sullivan	2011:	3).	 In	
addition,	the	funding	cuts	and	red	tape	can	be	seen	as	a	neglect	of	the	Indigenous	sector’s	
crucial	role	in	Australian	society.		
In	 response	 to	 these	political	events	and	based	on	a	passion	 for	public	 relations	 (PR),	




steering	 committee	members	 identifying	 as	 being	 of	 Aboriginal	 descent.	 Situated	within	
the	 sociocultural	 context	 of	 Aboriginal	 culture,	 protocols	 and	 a	 history	 of	 invasion	 and	
colonisation,	these	funding	cuts	are	particularly	relevant	to	the	ways	ACCOs	budget	for	PR.	
With	 adequate	 funding,	 this	 thesis	 suggests	 PR	 practices	 can	 aid	 ACCOs	 in	 fostering	
relationships	 with	 funding	 bodies,	 influencing	 government	 incentives,	 raising	 funds,	 and	
increasing	awareness	of	the	ACCOs’	social	purposes.		
Centred	 on	 a	 postcolonial	 theoretical	 framework,	 this	 thesis	 draws	 on	 Treena	 Clark’s	







their	 organisation’s	 key	 communicator.	 In	 particular,	 I	 examine	 the	 ACCOs’	 daily	
communicative	 efforts,	 as	 experienced	 by	 ACCO	 staff,	 and	 consider	 how	 such	 activity	
relates	to	social	change	for	Aboriginal	peoples.	
A	growing	body	of	scholars	(Holtzhausen	and	Voto	2002;	Dutta-Bergman	2004;	Hodges	
and	McGrath	 2011;	 Dutta	 2011;	 Dutta	 and	 Pal	 2011;	 Holtzhausen	 2012)	 combine	 social	
change	and	PR	as	a	communicative	tool	and	a	communicative	process	to	assist	the	voices	
of	marginalised	groups	 in	 society	 (Dutta	2011;	2012).	 These	 theories	 foreground	 that	PR	
holds	 the	potential	 to	harness	and	 influence	power	structures,	and	creates	opportunities	
to	enhance	positive	social	change.	Based	on	this	theoretical	backdrop,	ACCOs	can	be	seen	
as	 actively	 driving	 processes	 of	 social	 change,	 as	 they	 identify	 issues	 and	 provide	




Existing	 research	 demonstrating	 this	 relationship	 between	 PR	 and	 social	 change	 is	
increasingly	being	acknowledged	 in	 the	PR	 literature.	 For	example,	 international	 scholars	
(Fussell	Sisco	et	al.	2013)	found	that	research	on	”non-profit	public	relations”	is	on	the	rise.	
Nevertheless,	 limited	 research	 exists	 of	 PR	 practices	 in	 the	Australian	 Indigenous	 sector,	
which	is	surprising	given	the	sector’s	important	role	in	supporting	the	welfare	system	and	
marginalised	 ATSI	 communities.	 This	 thesis	 specifically	 works	 towards	 closing	 the	 gap	
within	 PR	 research	 on	 Aboriginal	 organisations	 and	 their	 communicative	 resources	
(Sakinofsky	 and	 Janks,	 forthcoming:	 2).	 This	 gap	 exists	 despite	 ACCOs	 carrying	 out	 a	
number	 of	 PR-related	 tasks,	 such	 as	 applying	 for	 tenures	 and	 grants,	 negotiating	




daily	 communicative	 tasks.	 If	we	 can	 understand	 how	 the	 practice	 of	 PR	 is	 perceived	 in	








of	Western	Australia,	 the	 terminology	 of	 the	 source	 is	 used.	 Lastly,	when	 engaging	with	
research	 commenting	 on	 Aboriginal	 peoples	 in	 international	 contexts,	 the	 term	
“Indigenous”	is	used	interchangeably	with	“Aboriginal”.		
This	chapter	 first	 takes	a	closer	 look	at	 the	 Indigenous	sector	 in	which	 the	ACCOs	are	
situated.	 Next,	 the	 concept	 of	 PR	 is	 discussed	 followed	 by	 an	 account	 of	 some	 of	 the	
challenges	 that	 the	 organisations	 within	 the	 Australian	 Indigenous	 sector	 encounter	 in	
relation	 to	 their	PR	activities.	The	chapter	 then	narrows	down	 the	scope	of	 the	 research	
and	presents	the	research	questions	followed	by	an	outline	of	the	thesis.	
	
The Indigenous Sector 
In	 Australia,	 the	 Indigenous	 sector	 is	 most	 commonly	 situated	 within	 the	 non-profit	
sector,	 also	 known	as	 the	 third	 sector,	 including	 community-driven	and	non-government	
organisations	 (Lyons	 2001:	 9).	 These	 organisations	 are	 predominantly	 driven	 by	 a	 social	
purpose,	not	the	profit	or	gain	of	individual	members	(ATO	2015),	and	they	are	viewed	as	
operating	for	“the	common	good”	(O'Connor	and	Sacco	1993).	
The	 Australian	 government	 publication	 Contribution	 of	 the	 Not-For-profit	 Sector	
(Productivity	 Commission	 2010)	 estimated	 there	 are	 600,000	 Australian	 non-profit	
organisations,	 of	 which	 59,000	 were	 defined	 as	 “economically	 significant”	 (Productivity	




categorise	 each	 of	 these.	 The	 sector	 can	 be	 divided	 into	 various	 sub-sectors,	 namely	
health,	 social	 services,	 international	 development,	 religion,	 culture	 and	 arts,	 sport	 and	
recreation,	 community	 development,	 advocacy	 and	 human	 rights,	 business	 and	
professional	 associations	 (Pro	 Bono	 2014:	 11).	 The	 third	 sector	 contributes	 significantly	
both	 economically	 and	 socially,	 and	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 promoting	 social	 cohesion	 in	 the	





importantly,	 the	 non-profit	 sector	 represents	 and	 manifests	 social	 values	 other	 than	
financial	gains	(Costello	2015).		
Although	 there	 are	 relatively	 few	 statistics	 on	 ATSI	 non-profit	 organisations	 within	
Australia,	 Sullivan	 (2011:	 52)	 provides	 a	 rough	estimate	of	 slightly	more	 than	5,000.	 The	
Indigenous	 sector	 is	 primarily	made	 up	 of	 non-profit	 organisations	 focused	 on	 providing	







this	 thesis	 provides	 the	 foundation	 for	 further	 research	 into	 the	 role	 that	 PR	 plays	 in	
facilitating	processes	of	social	change,	specifically	for	Aboriginal	communities.		
	































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Chapter Three: A Culturally 












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































● Corporations	 registered	 under	 the	 CATSI	 Act	 are	 regulated	 by	 the	 Registrar	 of	
Indigenous	 Corporations.	 The	 Registrar	 is	 an	 independent	 office	 holder	 and	 is	
supported	by	the	Office	of	the	Registrar	of	Indigenous	Corporations	(ORIC).	














● The	 corporation	may	 have	 other	 rules	 on	membership	—	 for	 example,	 living	 in	 a	
particular	Indigenous	community.	
Directors	

























Organisation	 Group	 Size	 Web	 FB	(Likes)	
Twitter	
(followers)	 Other	
1	 Arts	 Culture	and	Arts	 Small	 V	 6,054	 1,117	 LinkedIn		
2	 Social	services	 Social	Service	 Small	 X	 1,037	 X	 X	
3	
Community	and	social	
development	 Health	 Medium	 V	 X	 522	 X	
4	 Advocacy	 Native	Title/Advocacy	 Medium	 V	 2,401	 18	 LinkedIn		
5	 Media	 Culture	and	Arts	 Small	 V	 10,079	 372	 X	
6	 Advocacy	and	legal	
services	 Social	Service	 Large	 V	 110	 X	 X	
7	 A	 Health	 Large	 V		 608	 X	 X	
8	 B	 Employment/Training	 Medium	 V	 13	 X	 LinkedIn		
9	 C	 Health	 Large	 V	 3	 21	 Google+		
10	 D	 Social	Service/Training	 Small	 X	 566	 X	 	
11	 E	 Community	Service	 Small	 V	 X	 X	 	
12	 F	 Sports	 Medium	 V	 1,100	 X	 LinkedIn		
13	 G	 Training,	Employment	Service	 Large	 V	 297	 V	 LinkedIn		







Appendix E: Phone Script 
	
“Hi,	 I’m	a	research	student	at	Murdoch	University	writing	my	masters	thesis	
on	 public	 relations	 in	 Aboriginal	 not-for-profit	 organisations.	Would	 you	 be	




“I’m	 an	 international	 student	 from	Denmark	 doing	my	Masters	 at	Murdoch	
University.	 I	 completed	 a	 1-year	Diploma	 in	public	 relations	 and	progressed	
with	doing	a	Masters	in	Research.	
In	my	 thesis	 I’ve	 set	out	 to	explore	 the	 role	of	public	 relations	 in	Aboriginal	




To	 be	 successful	 I	 will	 need	 to	 involve	 a	 couple	 of	 organisations	 that	 are	
interested	in	participating.	That’s	why	I’m	contacting	you.	
I	 would	 like	 to	 do	 interviews	 with	 someone	 in	 your	 organisation,	 who	 is	
responsible	for	communicating	with	your	community	members.		
If	you	think	the	research	project	sounds	interesting,	I	would	like	to	send	a	bit	





























































































































































































Appendix J: Mini Survey Consent Form 
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